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  Introduction


There’s an entire industry built on convincing you to leave. 
Quit the grind. Retire early. Escape the cubicle. Buy the one-way ticket. The internet is thick with it, and some of it is even right, because the old deal, forty years of work for a few years on the porch, stopped paying out a while ago, and most people can feel it even when they can’t name it. But nearly every one of those pitches ends at the exact moment the interesting part begins. They sell you the leaving. Not one of them tells you the truth, which is this: leaving is the easy part. Everything that comes after is where it gets hard, and where almost nobody is offering real help.
I know, because I left. I’m sixty, and I’m writing this from Chiang Mai, where I’ve lived for a couple of years now. I’m not on vacation. I’m not retired in the way my father would have understood the word. I work, I write, I run a small business. I just do it from a place where the overhead is low, the food is good, and the pace of life makes sense to me. And I can tell you, from the inside, that the people out here doing some version of what I’m doing are not lying awake over whether to go. They already went. They’re lying awake over everything that came after: the money that works differently than they expected, the healthcare that doesn’t travel, the visa that isn’t a home, the family back home that doesn’t get it, and the strange new problem of what to do with a Tuesday that looks exactly like a Saturday.
This is a book about the after.
It’s two things at once, and I won’t pretend otherwise. It’s a manual, a real one, with numbers in it and visa paths and bank mechanics and the actual cost of a broken hip and a broken heart. And it’s a story, mine, because I don’t think you should take logistics from a man who won’t tell you what they cost him. So you’ll get both on every subject: how you do it, and how I did it. The instruction and the proof. When I tell you not to buy the condo, I’ll introduce you to the man who almost did. When I tell you what a hospital costs here, it’s because I’ve been on the gurney.
Here’s the contract between us. I am not going to sell you Thailand. There’s a man on YouTube right now on a balcony with a mango smoothie and a caption about living like a king on fifteen hundred dollars a month, and he isn’t technically lying. He’s just edited out the parts that would wreck the thumbnail: the insurance he doesn’t mention, the surgery that’s coming, the condo he never should have bought. I’m going to leave those parts in. This is the unedited version. It will be less pretty than the brochure and a great deal more useful, because the brochure has never once helped anybody live here, and the unedited version might.
That means I’m going to tell you the hard things. Who shouldn’t come. How people fail. What it costs you in the people you leave behind. If that isn’t what you’re looking for, there are sunnier books than this one, and I wish you well with them.
This book is for a particular person. You’re probably past fifty, maybe well past it. You did the things you were supposed to do, for a long time, and somewhere along the way you looked up, did the math, and noticed the deal had been quietly rewritten and nobody had asked you. You’re not running from the law or from a marriage. You’re tired in a way a vacation doesn’t fix. You’ve started, late at night, to price out a different life in some other country, and then you’ve closed the laptop because it felt ridiculous. It isn’t ridiculous. I closed that same laptop a hundred times before the night I finally didn’t. This book is for you. It is not for the tourist, and it is not for the fantasy.
One promise about the facts, because it matters more here than in most books. Everything in these pages has a date on it and a shelf life. Thailand changed its visa rules while I was living here. It changed its tax rules on foreign income on a single day in 2024, and as I write this there’s a decree pending that may change them yet again. Exchange rates drift. Prices climb. Insurance quotes age like milk. So I’ll give you real numbers, the actual ones and not the fantasy ones, but I’ll date them, and I’ll tell you to check them again before you bet anything real on them. I am not a lawyer, an accountant, or your financial advisor, and I’ll say so every time it matters. Where the stakes are legal or financial, I’ll point you at the professionals and tell you to confirm everything yourself with someone licensed and current. Treat this book as the most honest briefing you’ll get from a friend who actually lives here, which is what it is, and not as the final word, which it can’t be.
And here’s the part I can’t quite put a number on, the part that snuck up on me and that I’ve watched sneak up on others. Stay long enough, do it right, and this place gets into you in a way you don’t see coming. I know people out here, sober and clear-eyed people, who have to fly back to their old countries now and then, for a wedding, a grandchild, a funeral, and who feel a small ache leaving Thailand even with a return ticket already in their pocket. They know they’re coming back, and it still stings to go. That isn’t a thing the brochures know how to sell, because you can’t photograph it. But it’s the truest evidence I have that what’s on offer here isn’t merely a cheaper life. It’s a different one, and it can put down roots in you faster than you’d believe.
Which is the last thing I’ll say before we begin, and the thing this whole book turns out, in the end, to be about. You’ll pick it up thinking it’s a book about how to move to Thailand. By the time you set it down, I suspect you’ll see it was about something else entirely. It was about whether a person who’s mostly done being told he’s finished can still become someone new. I bet my whole life on the answer being yes. Let me show you how it’s done, what it costs, and who you might turn into on the far side of it.
The hard part isn’t leaving. Let’s talk about everything after.






  
  Chapter 1
The 2 a.m. Itch


My mother was in the next room, dying the slow way, and I was at her back window with a cup of coffee, watching her yard go gold in the morning and quietly doing math on the rest of my life. 
I’m not proud of that. You sit with someone you love while they leave by inches, and some traitor corner of your brain keeps running the numbers on what comes after. Where you’ll go. What you’ll do with whatever you’ve got left. I’d catch myself at it and feel like a thief in my own mother’s kitchen. Then I’d do it again the next morning. Coffee, the yard, the math.
This was just after the worst of Covid. I’d moved in to take care of her, the way you do, and the days had that underwater quality where nothing moves and everything is happening at once. She slept a lot. I had time. And the time kept filling with the same question I’d been carrying for years before I ever stood at that window.
How do I get off this thing.
Here’s what I hadn’t told her, or anyone: I’d been trying to engineer my way out for a long time. Not out of America. Out of the math. The American kind, where you run a little faster every year to hold the same patch of ground, and the ground keeps getting more expensive to stand on.
I tried to shrink my way out first. You may remember the Tiny House movement, when a certain breed of tired American decided salvation was four hundred square feet and a composting toilet. I read the books. I made the drawings. I priced the lumber. Turns out the problem was never the square footage. I still don’t know where I imagined the math would go to hide.
So I tried to put my life on wheels instead. Vanlife. The version on your phone is a beautiful woman doing yoga at the open doors of a Sprinter over a canyon at dawn. The version in the driveway is a grown man learning that he and everything he owns and a composting toilet do not, spiritually, fit inside a van. Neither experiment took. I bailed on both, and I’m not too proud to say so.
What I had instead of a plan was a handful of friends who’d already done the thing I couldn’t make myself do. One in the Philippines. One in Thailand. Two in Japan. One who’d more or less dissolved his mailing address and was rolling through Europe and Latin America, sending back photos that made my chest hurt. So the daydream was never really about palm trees. It had addresses. It had people I knew by name, living proof that you could simply go, and the earth would keep holding you up on the far side.
And I wanted to go. That’s the part it took me years to say out loud.
I’d done everything right, see. That’s the part nobody warns you about. The itch doesn’t come for the people who cut corners. It comes for the ones who kept their end of the deal. I worked. I paid what I owed. I voted. I knocked on doors in election years and believed, more or less, that the thing could be fixed from the inside. I lived the version of an American life you’re supposed to be able to live, and somewhere in my fifties I sat down with the retirement numbers and understood there was no prize at the end of the race. There was just more race. A gold watch if I got lucky. A GoFundMe if I got sick.
That was the thing I couldn’t unsee. Not anger, exactly. More like the quiet after a salesman finally stops talking and you realize you already signed.
I wanted to live somewhere I could exhale without the world asking me for proof of insurance first.
Before any of it, before she got sick, I’d taken a trip I didn’t understand until much later. During the lockdowns my brother, my daughter, and I had built an RV. Built it, with our hands. A cargo van, a stack of plywood, a year of weekends, a great deal of swearing. When it was done I pointed it west and kept going. Three months. Nine states. California, Nevada, Arizona, Utah, Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, Washington, Oregon.
I went looking for the country I grew up in. I want to be careful here, because it would be easy to turn this into a complaint, and it wasn’t one. It was slower than that. A dawning quiet. I’d roll into a town and there’d be people sleeping in their cars in the church lot. I’d roll into the next one and the main street was plywood where the warm faces used to be. Everywhere I stopped I met Americans getting by in some shade of just barely, and almost nowhere did I feel the thing I’d driven out there to find, which was welcome. People weren’t unkind. They were watchful. Tired in a way that had stopped expecting better.
Somewhere around Montana I said it to the windshield. I’m not leaving the United States. The United States left me.
I didn’t mean it as a bumper sticker. I meant that the deal I thought I’d been living under, the one where you hold up your end and the country holds up its, had quietly expired, and nobody had bothered to mail me the notice.
The itch never arrived as a decision. It arrived sideways, the way these things do.
For me it was a movie. The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel, of all things. A gentle little film about old English people washing up in India. I watched it more times than I’ll admit, the way you press on a bruise to see if it still hurts. I told myself I liked the scenery. What I liked was the premise, which is that it is not too late. That you can be most of the way through your life and still get on a plane and become a slightly different person on the other end.
One night it landed clean. I wasn’t tired of life. I was tired of the life I was living. Those are not the same sentence. The gap between them is most of the reason you’re holding this book.
I’ll come back to that gap. There’s a question hiding inside it, and it matters more than almost anything else in here, and I’m not going to answer it yet.
The night it turned from a feeling into a thing with columns, I was at my mother’s kitchen table. Late. The house ticking the way old houses do when everyone in them is asleep, or pretending to be.
I had the laptop open and a bowl of ramen going cold beside it. The cheap kind, overcooked, because I’d forgotten about it. And on the screen, a spreadsheet. I’d started it without quite deciding to. A tab for countries. A tab for what a month might cost in each. A column for visas, about which I knew exactly nothing, so the cells just said things like “?? 90 days ??” in a confident tone that fooled no one, least of all me.
I’d like to tell you I was planning a trip. I wasn’t. I was pricing an exit. There’s a difference, and your body knows it before your mouth will. A trip is something you come home from. I was sitting in a borrowed kitchen at an hour with no honest reason to be awake, costing out a life I hadn’t yet admitted I wanted instead of the one I had.
After a while I closed the laptop. I didn’t tell anyone. Not that night. It felt less like a fantasy than a dare. And you don’t announce a dare. You just sit there with it, daring yourself back.
There was one person I did tell, in the end. The one in the next room.
My mother and I talked about a lot of things those last months, in the loose, unguarded way people talk when the clock is sitting right there in the room with you. One afternoon I told her. Not the spreadsheet, not the columns. Just the shape of it. That when this was over, I thought I might go. That the front-runner, if you wanted to call it that, was Thailand.
I half expected it to hurt her. Mothers are allowed to want you close, and I was the one who had moved in, the one who was there. It didn’t hurt her. She lit up. She’d always been the one shoving me toward the door, telling me to go see it, whatever it was this time. She wasn’t about to quit now, just because she wouldn’t be around to hear how it turned out. Go, she told me, in not so many words. Go, and don’t you dare do it scared.
I think about that more than almost anything else. The woman I was losing, using some of the breath she had left to push me out the door. There are gifts you don’t understand until long after they’re given. That was one of them. I’m still unwrapping it.
Then it happened the way real turning points actually happen, which is not in one clean moment but in a season where everything moves at once.
She died. I won’t dress that up for you. The caregiving ended the only way it was ever going to, the anchor that had held me in place lifted, and I hated the small part of me that felt the line go slack.
And almost rudely, in the same stretch of months, the money showed up. From three directions at once. I’d finally cleared the debt that had ridden me for years. The RV, the one we’d built by hand, I sold, and the cash went straight into a folder on my laptop labeled, with no irony I was aware of at the time, ESCAPE. And when her house was settled, there was a share of that, too.
I’ve thought a lot about selling that van. We built it to get free and it never quite managed the job, and then I sold it to fund the version of free that finally worked. The whole impulse of my life. Bought, built, and sold, inside one object with a composting toilet.
The homework was already done. While she slept, I had read everything. I had weighed Thailand against Spain, Portugal, Mexico, Ecuador, Panama, Chile, the Philippines, Japan. Columns on columns. So when the anchor lifted and the fund appeared in the same breath, I didn’t agonize over it. I’d done my agonizing in advance, at a kitchen table, over cold ramen. I booked the ticket.
Here is where a different kind of book cuts to the author on a beach with a coconut, vindicated, smiling at the camera.
This is not that book. I’m writing this from Chiang Mai, and across these pages I’ll tell you straight what the move fixed and what it didn’t, what it cost me, and the nights I wanted to go home. There’s a whole chapter coming on what a leap like this cannot do for you, no matter how far you fly. I’d rather you hear it from me than learn it the expensive way.
That’s all later, though. Right now I want you to do exactly one thing, which is to stop pretending you can’t hear it.
The itch. The 2 a.m. one. The one that isn’t really about Thailand, or Portugal, or a van. The one that shows up while you’re running the retirement math, or sitting in traffic you’ve sat in ten thousand times before, the small voice with the terrible timing that says this isn’t working anymore. You’re not crazy and you’re not ungrateful. You did it right and the math didn’t close, and some honest part of you has already opened a spreadsheet, even if it only exists in your head.
Here’s the one thing I’ll ask you to sit with before we go any further.
There are two very different people who feel this itch. One of them is running from something. The other is moving toward something. At a kitchen table at 2 a.m., they look identical. They do not end up in the same place.
I didn’t know which one I was. Most people don’t. That’s the next thing we have to figure out, you and me. And we have to figure it out before you sell a single thing.






  
  Chapter 2
Runners and Builders


[image: ]
The first time the joy showed up, I was standing in the Oakland airport with everything I still owned, waiting to leave the Bay Area for the last time. 
That airport should have wrecked me. I grew up in that part of the world. I’d just spent five years back in my old neighborhood, in the slow business of watching my mother reach the end of her life. If grief had a home airport, that was mine. Every freeway sign on the way in was a memory with a date attached.
I stood at the gate and waited for the sadness to come put its hand on my shoulder.
It didn’t.
What came instead, uninvited and a little inappropriate under the circumstances, was joy. Lightness. A stupid private grin I kept having to wipe off my face so I wouldn’t look like a man enjoying his own escape too much. I had a carry-on, a personal item, enough cash in the bank to give me a runway, and a plan. That was the whole inventory. Somewhere over the next leg of that trip the feeling stopped being joy and turned into something steadier. Freedom.
I didn’t have words for it yet. But I’d just answered the question I couldn’t answer at that kitchen table. Over cold ramen, at two in the morning, I hadn’t known whether I was running or building. At the gate, my own chest answered before my head could.
Here’s where I have to complicate my own nice story, because this book promised you honesty and this is the first real test of it.
I was leaving something. Not just a country. A way of living that had been quietly trying to kill me.
I’d been stressed every single day for years. Not stress as a mood. Stress as a second job. The constant pipeline of work I had to keep flowing just to stay a step ahead of broke, sitting on my chest like a wet sandbag that never came off. In 2018 my body filed a complaint I couldn’t ignore, a mild heart attack. My cardiologist, a man not given to poetry, told me he figured a lot of it was stress, and that the stress was feeding the habits that feed heart disease. Then Covid knocked the legs out from under my income. Clients closed their doors, I filed for unemployment to ride it out, and in that strange suspended stretch, with just enough money coming in and the grind switched off, the sandbag lifted. That was when I understood the stress had been the actual problem the whole time, not a symptom of it.
So yes. I was leaving something real. Real enough to have shown up on an EKG.
Which raises the obvious question. If I was fleeing the thing that was damaging my heart, how is that not running?
The answer is the most useful thing in this chapter, so I’m going to slow down on it.
Everybody who leaves is leaving something. Burned out, divorced, retired into a silence they didn’t expect, widowed, or just done in a way that’s hard to explain to anyone who hasn’t felt it. Nobody buys a one-way ticket to the far side of the planet because everything back home was perfect. Having something you’re glad to be rid of is not the disqualifying thing. It’s the entry fee. Almost everyone pays it.
The tell is not what you’re leaving. The tell is which direction you’re facing, and what you do once you land.
Because here’s the part the sunset photos never mention. Geography doesn’t fix psychology. It never has. A beach is just a beach if you’re miserable standing on it. You can change every visible fact about your life, the country, the weather, the cost of a good meal, and still wake up on the far side of the world to find the one piece of luggage you didn’t pack on purpose already circling the carousel, waiting for you.
You took inventory before you left. Everybody does. Bank balance, health insurance, whether the laptop survives the humidity. Nobody takes inventory of the other cargo. The baseline hum of anxiety that predates every job you’ve ever had. The relationship with money that doesn’t improve just because the money goes further here. The purpose-shaped hole you’ve been stepping around since the
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